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This one is for Estuary, whose unflagging faith in the 
“Mary project” helped to magically manifest this book.
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In order to enter into Mary’s world, the reader may sometimes 
need to temporarily suspend disbelief. Mary’s story is akin to 
Alice’s journey through the looking glass, in which the real 
world is mirrored for both her and us. The following narrative 
invites the reader to pass through the looking glass and enter 
a liminal world between fantasy and reality, as Mary leads us 
through the streets of  London and down the rabbit hole.
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Prologue

April 18, 1703

The sweet, cinnamon scent of  juniper hung in the air. A fire crackled in 
the grate against the damp chill of  an English spring. Wax candles burned 
brightly all around the room, creating a warm glow despite the morose 
occasion. Green velvet curtains were tied back at each of  the round pillars 
of  a richly  carved oak bedstead and a fringed valance framed the elaborate 
headboard. A silk quilt lay folded at the foot of  the bed.1 Several women 
and one desolate man stood around the bed gazing on the peaceful face of  
the just- deceased woman.

Mary Tomson Boucher Lawrence Parish had outlived her parents, 
her uncle, her three husbands, and most of  her children, and was estranged 
from any remaining blood relatives. For the past week, her female friends 
had taken turns holding vigil around her bed. Throughout her illness, her 
companions had supported her both physically and spiritually, offering 
words of  consolation and encouragement while they fussed and chatted. 
For the eight days that she had lain in the bed, she had refused any suste-
nance, only drinking a little water when coaxed. A few hours before her 
death, an Anglican priest had offered her last communion. She had barely 
had the strength to swallow the consecrated bread. Now there was nothing 
left to do but quietly escort her life partner, Goodwin Wharton, out of  
the room. The weeping man was distraught, but he could be comforted 

1. After Goodwin’s death, an inventory was taken of  his house on Denmark Street. Mary and Good-
win would have maintained separate bedrooms for the sake of  appearances. I like to think that one of  
the rooms up two pair of  stairs was Mary’s. It contained “One bedstead w’th a Sett of  green Cloath 
Curtains & Vallance,” as well as pillows and quilts, including two of  silk. TNA, PROB 32/46/3, 
Inventory of  the Goods & Chattells of  the Hou’ble Col. Goodwin Wharton . . . dated November 21 
and 22, 1704.

MaryParish-Timbers.indb   3 11/20/15   1:24 PM



4 Prologue

to know that Mary had died a “good death,” surrounded by family and 
friends, while she graciously surrendered her life to God.

After Goodwin left, the women removed Mary’s nightclothes, un-
folding her body out of  the fetal position that she had maintained through-
out her final days. They sponged her body with warm water scented with 
sprigs of  rosemary to protect against evil and dressed her in a simple shift 
of  clean linen. When they finished, Mary’s corpse lay in serene state, her 
head propped up on feather pillows and her arms crossed over her chest.

After the women finished their duties, Goodwin was allowed to re- 
enter the room. The grief  for his companion of  twenty years was held at 
bay only by the fear that the women might have noticed Mary’s condi-
tion as they washed and prepared her body for burial. The nurse, whom 
Goodwin had hired to attend her during her illness, reported that the body 
was “clean,” meaning that there were no signs of  the small pustules that 
signaled smallpox. Of  course, the woman would not have suspected that 
Mary could be pregnant at her age and would not have actively looked for 
any evidence to that effect. But what if  their child was still alive and had 
moved in the womb while the women attended to Mary’s body?

Goodwin pulled back the bed linens and tentatively lifted her shift, 
laying his hands tenderly on her abdomen.2 As he palpated her belly, he 
could swear that he heard her groan. Was it possible that she was speaking 
to him from beyond the grave as she had promised? No, it was just his 
imagination, or perhaps it was his longing to hear her voice one more time. 
But there was no need to worry. Mary must have starved the child in her 
womb so that she could take their secret to the grave. Goodwin believed 
that Mary had maintained a fetal position “least the child should come out 
& discover us: from which posture I would not let her be moved and so 
continued till the boy died in her belly.”3

As Goodwin stared at the body of  this woman he loved, he was 
reminded of  their first meeting. Goodwin had approached Mary in order 
to obtain a “play piece,” a lucky charm that would bring him luck in gam-
bling and help him out of  his financial straits. Little did he suspect that his 
desire for luck at gambling would lead to a lifelong association with this 
remarkable woman.

2. Autobiography of  Goodwin Wharton, 1:181.
3. Ibid.
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Chapter 1

Down the Rabbit Hole

In a Wonderland they lie,
Dreaming as the days go by,
Dreaming as the summers die:

Ever drifting down the stream— 
Lingering in the golden gleam— 
Life, what is it but a dream?

— Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

Goodwin had good reason to consider Mary remarkable, although her con-
temporaries might not have found her as extraordinary as you, no doubt, 
will. On many levels, Mary was a typical woman living in seventeenth- 
century London: she was married and widowed three times, she gave birth 
to many children, and she skillfully employed a variety of  strategies to sur-
vive in a harsh, patriarchal world. On one level, Mary’s story illuminates 
the early modern ideologies and practices surrounding education, mar-
riage, childbirth, and women’s work. Her narrative also provides insight 
on contemporary politics and popular religious beliefs. While Mary lived 
with one foot on terra firma, she used her powerful imagination to construct 
an alternate world, which granted her the ability to transform not only 
her own life, but also the life of  Goodwin Wharton. By modern standards, 
Mary might be seen as a con artist who attempted to use a member of  
the aristocracy for personal gain. But rather than condemning Mary as 
a scam artist, consider the more fruitful notion that she was an extremely 
resourceful woman who engaged Goodwin in an alternative world that 
established new points of  reference in both their lives. In order to do so, 
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6 Chapter 1

she drew on contemporary religious and political issues, as well as her past 
and present life experiences and emotions. The narrative of  Mary’s life 
requires a different understanding of  truth.

A comprehensive historical biography of  Mary would require exten-
sive archival evidence such as legal records, wills, letters, and personal 
journals. But like thousands of  the middling sort, Mary left few traces of  
her life in the archives. Her story is known almost exclusively through the 
narrative she told later in her life to her partner, Goodwin Wharton, who 
recorded it in a tediously detailed, five- hundred- page journal.1 There is 
very little other documentation to verify the details of  Goodwin’s journal 
or his opinion of  Mary’s activities.

During the course of  their relationship, Mary and Goodwin co- 
constructed the story of  Mary’s life. The telling and retelling of  various 
incidents that occurred both before and after they met reflected both their 
past and current concerns. However, the details of  Mary’s personal history 
are questionable for several reasons. First, Mary was more than fifty years 
old when she unraveled her life to Goodwin, making her story subject to 
forgetfulness and the fabrication of  memory. Secondly, Mary’s version of  
events was constructed for Goodwin’s benefit, so only certain aspects of  
her life were featured. Thirdly, Mary’s past was filtered by Goodwin; we do 
not have Mary’s voice. To further complicate things, Goodwin did not start 
his journal until 1685, two years after they met. We don’t always know how 
much time elapsed between Mary’s recounting and Goodwin’s recording. 
Mary’s story is subject to Goodwin’s misunderstanding and muddling of  
details. And Goodwin was not writing for his own personal documenta-
tion. He started the journal for Peregrine, the first surviving son he had 
with Mary, “resolving (with God’s assistance to continue so to do) to leave 
it you as the greatest and best of  the earthly legacies I can bequeath.”2 A 
father might elaborate on a mother’s successes and downplay her failures, 
but Goodwin tended to be as open about Mary’s shortcomings as he was 
about her accomplishments. In addition, the historian ultimately decides 
what is important and what should be included or excluded. In any case, 
no personal narrative can be taken as complete or unbiased truth. Histori-

1. Although Goodwin starts by writing his autobiography to date, the manuscript continues as a daily 
journal. Quotations from his journal (BL Add. MS 20006 and 20007, 2 vols.) are from my own tran-
scriptions and I cite page numbers that were added by Goodwin rather than folio numbers.
2. Autobiography of  Goodwin Wharton, 1:1.
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7 Down the Rabbit Hole

ans such as Natalie Zemon Davis support the value of  the study of  narra-
tives, without judgment as to whether they are fact or fiction. Davis argues 
that the narratives that a person constructs about her life experiences give 
the person’s life meaning.3 In a discussion of  cultural history versus social 
history, she points out that “all accounts are shaped into stories,” including 
the historian’s. For the most part, I am accepting Mary’s account of  her 
life, as recorded through the lens of  Goodwin, as an extension of  her mag-
ical activities. Her story was, no doubt, embroidered. But her narrative 
provides insight into the social norms, belief  systems, and attitudes toward 
magic in seventeenth- century England.

The scenarios associated with Mary’s life challenge twenty- first- 
century sensibilities because they lie outside the normal parameters of  
modern experience. For this reason, Mary has been accused by modern 
historians of  being an “unscrupulous medium” and “a fraud” who pur-
posely tricked Goodwin.4 But there is no reason to assume that Goodwin 
was particularly gullible in accepting Mary’s adventures as truth. After all, 
Mary did not fabricate the existence of  the spirit realm she explored; it 
was integral to early modern culture. The existence of  a spirit realm was 
generally accepted in a ubiquitously Christian society. Mary was just strug-
gling to understand how it might operate. A society’s beliefs reflect what 
the majority accepts as truth, which enables the society’s ideologies. Keep 
in mind that the belief  in God and angels is still prevalent in the twenty- 
first century. Empirical evidence does not come into play in the arena of  
belief  systems.5

Mary’s life provides an example of  the early modern magical 
worldview, which included the possibility of  interaction with an alter-
native realm of  spirits. In the mid- twentieth century, anthropologists 
and other scholars challenged previous definitions of  magic that were 
expressed in relation to religion and science. Based on their studies of  
“primitive” cultures, they suggested that magic was a worldview rather 
than a practice. They argued that the cultures they studied— which 
existed outside of  the Western Judeo- Christian world— were connected 

3. Davis, Fiction in the Archives, 4, 29, 43.
4. See Thomas, Religion and the Decline of  Magic, 189, 237, 611; Porter, “Wharton, Goodwin (1653– 
1704),” DNB (Dictionary of  National Biography). Owen Davies’s opinion of  Mary is notable by her absence 
from his monograph on English cunning folk: Cunning- Folk.
5. Reynolds, Becoming Criminal, 7– 8.
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